Although visual media are known to influence the image people have of tourism destinations worldwide, only a few studies have examined their role in the context of religious tourism.
Introduction
Tourism, as a fantasy industry, largely relies on the projection of favourable destination images to entice people to visit a destination (Pan, 2011) . Especially within the religious Please cite as: Terzidou, M., Stylidis, D. & Terzidis, K. (2017) . The role of visual media in religious tourists' destination image, choice and on-site experience: The case of Tinos, Greece. Journal of Travel & Tourism Marketing (http://dx.doi.org/10.1080 /10548408.2017 9 intrinsically deeper meanings to the locations depicted in the film, which were experienced "as sacred places rather than as sites of spectacle" (Roesch, 2009, p.134) .
Equally within the religious context, visual media along with myths and narratives seem to create spaces for collective gazing and to pre-program (Urry, 1990) religious tourists' expectations and experiences; "familiar narratives of lost cities, ancient civilizations and spirituality facilitate peoples' partial understandings of that which may be encountered" (Scarles, 2009, p.470) . Nevertheless, religious sites are not only to be gazed at but are also places of conduct. Moving thus beyond a masculine paradigm of the gaze (Ateljevic, Morgan & Pritchard, 2007; Pritchard & Morgan, 2000) , the destination image building process in the case of religious tourism is (further) supported by visual media which underline the importance of other corporeal experiences and senses such as doing and touching, in generating particular experiences that constitute the core of religion (James, 1960) . The visual projection of crawling pilgrims on TV has, for example, such an effect on potential visitors' destination choice and on-site experience (Dubisch, 1995) . Equally, participation in religious rituals and religious trips, bestow members with feelings of 'Communitas' (Turner and Turner, 1978) , which denotes an egalitarian association between people who share a liminal state. Such states of togetherness and brotherhood are communicated through visual media that broadcast collective religious performances and interviews of believers sharing their onsite experiences, thus influencing other religious tourists who attempt to seek out similar experiences.
The above review of the literature revealed that visual media play a critical role in both the tourism and the religious context. However, only a limited number of studies have adopted an interdisciplinary (combining both religion and tourism) approach and explored the role of Please cite as: Terzidou, M., Stylidis, D. & Terzidis, K. (2017) . The role of visual media in religious tourists' destination image, choice and on-site experience: The case of Tinos, Greece. Journal of Travel & Tourism Marketing (http://dx.doi.org/10.1080 /10548408.2017 10 visual media in the religious tourism context. Similar to Siripis et al. (2013) and Kim (2012) visual media are expected in this study to have an impact not only on religious tourists' destination image and intention to visit a destination but also affect their on-site experience (tourists' gaze and practices). Specifically, and based on the above, the study seeks to address the following research objectives: 1) Identify and understand the way visuals influence religious tourists' destination image and site selection, and 2) Identify and explain the way visuals affect religious tourists' on-site experiences. This understanding is critical for religious and church authorities, destination managers and tourism marketers to maximise patronage to the destination and to try to shape religious tourists' destination image and choice through marketing initiatives (Sun et al., 2015) . It also helps DMOs to better manage visitors' experience by identifying and taking advantage of powerful visual elements in tourism promotion (Pan et al., 2014) .
Methodology Context and study setting
The research objectives are addressed by drawing on participant observation material and indepth interviews conducted with tourists on an organized religious tour to the sacred island of Tinos Greece. Despite its small size (8,600 inhabitants) Tinos attracts thousands of visitors annually who flock to see the icon of the Virgin Mary in the Church of Annunciation. The Church of Annunciation (built on the location where the icon was found in 1822) has gained fame after numerous reports of therapeutic miracles fulfilled by the icon of the Virgin Mary of Tinos (Panagia Evangelistria), which nowadays is the most visited religious site in Greece (Dubisch, 1995; Terzidou, Stylidis & Szivas, 2008) . Accordingly, while the vast majority of studies on Christian religious tourism have mainly focused on the views and religious & Tourism Marketing (http://dx.doi.org/10.1080 /10548408.2017 11 practices of Protestants and Catholics, this study gives attention to the Christian Eastern Orthodox church (see Belhassen, Caton & Steward, 2008; Coleman, 2004) , which ranks second in popularity within the Christian world after the Roman Catholic Church.
The Greek TV market
There are eight private and three public TV stations that broadcast nationwide in Greece. 
Sampling and research methods
Considering that tourists' destination image and on-site experience are highly complex, subjective and unique to each individual (Kim, 2012), qualitative research was considered most appropriate to study the phenomena into question. Ethnographic research, in particular, Please cite as: Terzidou, M., Stylidis, D. & Terzidis, K. (2017) . The role of visual media in religious tourists' destination image, choice and on-site experience: The case of Tinos, Greece. Journal of Travel & Tourism Marketing (http://dx.doi.org/10.1080 /10548408.2017 12 was conducted in two organized religious coach trips (each four days long) to the sacred island of Tinos. Purposive sampling was adopted as research participants were selected from the trips' group members. Information leaflets were distributed to prospective participants at the beginning of the trip explaining the purpose of this research. Confidentiality was assured at all stages and participants were allowed to decide whether they would partake or not in the study. In the first stage of the research participant observation and informal interviews were conducted, with the role of the 'participant as observer' for the researcher being adopted. To avoid issues of reactivity and annoyance, and to gain trust in a natural manner, one of the researchers participated in religious practices alongside group members (Bernard, 2006) . The similarity between participants' and the researcher's national and religious background facilitated engagement, acceptance and mutual understanding (Andriotis, 2009). Following ethical approval, only participants who gave their consent were observed. In total, 31 observations were conducted during the two trips and detailed field notes were kept throughout.
In the second stage, 38 semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted after the end of the trips until data saturation was reached (Guba & Lincoln, 1989) . The interviews lasted on average 75 minutes and were conducted after assuring participants' confidentiality and & Terzidis, K. (2017) . The role of visual media in religious tourists' destination image, choice and on-site experience: The case of Tinos, Greece. Journal of Travel & Tourism Marketing (http://dx.doi.org/10.1080 /10548408.2017 18 celebrity involvement in visual media is positively related to peoples' intention to visit a destination.
[Insert Figure 3 About Here]
Visual media in the context of religious tourism as such create or reinforce peoples' awareness and increase their intention to visit sacred places. These results are in line with tourism research which found that people who frequently watch TV programs showing positive aspects of a destination had stronger intentions to visit the projected place (Beeton, 2005; Kim et al., 2007; Kim and Assaker, 2014; Pan and Tsang, 2014 Gartner's (1993) classification of visual media like TV news and documentaries as autonomous image formation agents, which are perceived as unbiased by consumers.
The role of TV news and documentaries in shaping religious tourists' on-site experience

On the trail of miracles
Apart from shaping peoples' destination image of Tinos, increasing their awareness and creating a strong desire to visit the island, TV news and documentaries were found in this study to frame visitors' understanding of the place's sacredness (Badone, 2007; Roesch, 2009 ) and to influence their expectations and on-site experience (Kim, 2012; Siripis et al.,
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